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Puerto Rico—A World Population Laboratory 


The significance of Puerto Rico’s 
population problem to world so- 
ciety is four-fold: 

1. While each country has con- 
ditions peculiar to itself, the prob- 
lem of population in Puerto Rico 
is basically the same as that of 
three-quarters of the earth’s in- 
habitants. 


2. Industrialization, technology, 
foreign trade, and sanitation— 
which have been advocated as so- 
lutions for the population prob- 
lem in industrially backward coun- 
tries—have been tried in Puerto 
Rico by the United States and have 
not only failed to solve the trouble 
but appear to have aggravated it. 


3. If the wealthy United States 
cannot find a solution to little 
Puerto Rico’s population problem, 
what chance has world society of 
finding a solution for the same 
question which is harassing three- 
quarters of the world’s people? 

4. However, if the United States 
can find a solution to Puerto Rico’s 
population problem (without re- 
course to mass emigration or com- 
pletely underwriting the island’s 
debts), Puerto Rico might prove an 


® invaluable population laboratory. 


Puerto Rico’s population prob- 
lem is of interest to demographers, 
because Puerto Rico is unique in 
that it is one of the very few high- 
birth-rate countries which has a low 
death rate and because it is today 
establishing a world record in the 
rate of population increase. 


In addition, Puerto Rico is of 
special interest to Americans, be- 
cause Puerto Ricans are American 
citizens and the United States has 
been responsible for their welfare 
during the last half century and 
may be responsible for at least an- 
other half century. 


Puerto Rican Living 
Standards 


Our fellow American citizen in 
Puerto Rico eats less than one-third 
as much of the protective foods as 
does the average white person in 
the United States, and only about 
one-half as much as Negroes in our 
southern cities. 

On the average, the Puerto 
Rican eats annually a total amount 
of 183 pounds of meat, eggs, milk, 
cheese, butter, fresh fish, and green 
and leafy vegetables. This total 
of 183 pounds may be compared 








30 POPULATION BULLETIN 


with 594 pounds per white person 
and 353 for Negroes in the U. S. 

In 1937, the per capita income 
for Puerto Rico was only one- 
seventh as high as that of the 
United States, and only about one- 
third as high as that of Alabama, 
our poorest state. 

In 1941 and 1942, the income of 
the island fared somewhat better, 
due to the huge amounts of money 
poured into Puerto Rico by the 
United States for military construc- 
tion. It is estimated by the W.P.A. 
that the average family earning 
was $350. But, says the Office of 
Information for Puerto Rico, “The 
average Puerto Rican family re- 
quires each year about $840 for 
food, clothing, and housing.” 

It has been suggested in the title 
of this study that Puerto Rico is a 
world population laboratory. ‘That 
small island differs from other low- 
level-of-living countries in many 
ways, but in three basic respects 
the people of Puerto Rico experi- 
ence conditions to those 
experienced by about three-quar- 
ters of the earth’s inhabitants. 

1. An average real income per 
worker of $10 or less per week is 
the lot of 81% of the world’s popu- 
lation, including Puerto Rico. 

2. Puerto Ricans, like the vast 
majority of the earth’s people, have 
a high ratio of population to arable 
land and natural resources. 

3. Puerto Rico, like other low- 
level-of-living countries, has a very 
high birth rate. Like these coun- 


similar 
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tries she would also have a very 
high death rate were it not for the 
fact that the United States has sub- 
sidized her public health services. 

As has been mentioned in the 
foregoing, it has been repeatedly 
proposed by well-meaning diplo- 
mats and business men that the 
problems of high-birth-rate coun- 
tries be solved by industrialization, 
technology, foreign trade, and sani- 
tation. On this point, world 
society can learn much from the 
experience of the United States in 
Puerto Rico. 


The United States Tariff Com- 
mission summed up the results in 
its recent report, The Economy of 
Puerto Rico, released March 29, 
1946: 


“The tendency for the birth rate 
to decline as social gains are 
achieved, as has occurred in the 
United States, has not yet been real- 
ized in Puerto Rico. On the con- 
trary, the birth rate there has 
changed little since the island came 
under the American flag, although 
the death rate has been cut in half. 
The most discernible present ten- 
dencies are a fairly stationary high 
birth rate, a declining death rate, 
and a steadily rising population 
growth.” 

If the experience of the United 
States during the last half century 
in little Puerto Rico were to be re- 
peated by world society in such 
large and populous high-birth-and- 
high-death-rate countries as China, 
India, and Russia during the com- 
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ing half century, the world would 
find itself in an almost insolvable 
condition of extreme over-popula- 
tion. This is the condition in 
which Puerto Rico finds itself today 
—and it appears her largest popu- 
lation increases are yet to come. 


There were 912 children under 5 
years for every thousand women be- 
tween the ages of 20 and 44, in 
1935, according to a Puerto Rico 
Planning, Urbanizing, and Zoning 
Board report. This is 44.1 per cent 
higher than in the South Atlantic 
States, where there were 633, and 
87.6 per cent higher than in the 
entire United States where there 
were only 486 per thousand in 1930. 


Since Puerto Rico came under 
the American flag at the turn of 
the century, the United States 
Tariff Commission report estimates 
that the people of the island have 
benefited to the extent of $580,000,- 
000 in direct Federal disburse- 
ments, expenditures, and remit- 
tances; by another $82,000,000 in 
loans by agencies of the Federal 
Government; by $167,000,000 in 
military expenditures; and by many 
millions more through trade bene- 
fits resulting from duty-free access 
to mainland markets. Furthermore, 
Puerto Rico has profited by many 
types of scientific and technological 
assistance from the United States. 


It is likely that the people of 
Puerto Rico, who numbered only 
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953,243 in 1899, have benefited to 
the extent of a billion dollars by 
their association with the United 
States during the last half century. 
A comparable outlay by world so- 
ciety in behalf of the 1,750,000,000 
people of the world today who live 
in industrially backward and high- 
birth-and-high-death-rate countries 
would amount to the staggering 
sum of $1,750,000,000,000 — one 
trillion and seven hundred and fifty 
billion—during the coming half 
century. And, if the experience in 
Puerto Rico were repeated, the 
population would double in num- 
bers, it would still be in desperate 
economic condition, and would be 
increasing at a rate which would 
cause it to double again in about 
25 years. 

No high degree of accuracy is 
claimed for these calculations, nor 
is that necessary. There is no rea- 
son for weighing coal on a letter 
scale. But the figures suffice to in- 
dicate that the experience which 
the United States has had with 
Puerto Rico’s population problem 
cannot be duplicated by world 
society in such large countries as 
China, India, and Russia. Either 
millions upon millions of human 
beings must continue to die an 
untimely death in such countries 
due to a continuation of their high 
death rates, or, unlike Puerto Rico, 
they must lower their birth rates to 
keep pace with reduced death rates. 
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Most of World Faces Similar Problem 


When Puerto Rico came under 
the protection of the United States 
the census of 1899 showed 953,243 
inhabitants on the island. At that 
time there were some 280 persons 
per square mile compared with 
26 in the United States. As Puerto 
Rico was some 11 times as densely 
populated as the U. S., it may be 
seen that it would have been diffi- 
cult enough for the island to sup- 
port its 1899 population at a 
healthful level of living. 


With the coming of American 
capital and industrialization to 
Puerto Rico, improvement over the 
primitive economic conditions for 

a time outdistanced population in- 
Bien. But as the death rate con- 
tinued to be lowered without 
lowering the birth rate, the race 
between population growth and 
American aid became hopeless. 


In each five-year period since 
1930 the rate of increase for Puerto 
Rico’s population expanded. And 
in every single year since 1940 the 
rate has grown larger, until in 1944 
(the last year for which statistics 
are available), the natural increase 
rate, births over deaths, was 26.2 
per 1,000 people. To one unfamil- 
iar with vital statistics this rate may 
not mean very much, but to the 
demographer it means that Puerto 
Rico is establishing a world’s rec- 
ord in population increase for a 
country with a home-grown age 
distribution, i.e., without immigra- 


tion. If this rate continues it means 
that Puerto Rico’s already ex- 
tremely dense population will 
double in numbers in about 25 
years. Such an increase cannot be 
supported by the island’s economy 
and the people there will be con- 
fronted with an extremely high 
death rate in the near future, or 
the American people will be con- 
fronted with ever larger contribu- 
tions to the island. 


Since 1900 the population of 
Puerto Rico has increased 120% 
compared with 84% increase in the 
United States (and the latter in- 
crease included mass immigration 
to this country). Since 1940 the 
island’s population has increased 
1214% compared with 6% in the 
United States (and the latter in- 
crease included a big rise in the 
birth rate of this country). Puerto 
Rico now contains about 618 per- 
sons per square mile compared 
with 47 in the United States, and 
a larger part of this country’s land 
is arable—not to mention our over- 
whelming superiority in mineral 
resources per capita. 

(Apparently Puerto Rico has no 
mineral resources to speak of. 
Other high-birth-and-high-death 
rate countries have greater or lesser 
amounts, but this does not radically 
altar the world population prob- 
lem. Furthermore, such countries 
generally need food more than they 
need minerals or machines. While 
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in some instances, mechanization 
might increase the food supply, it 
would be no match for the popula- 
tion increase that would result if 
the birth rate were not lowered 
along with the death rate.) 


Conclusions of U. S. Tariff 
Commission 
The conclusions concerning the 
economic problems of Puerto Rico 
reached by the United States Tariff 
Commission may be summed up 
as follows: 


1. Puerto Rico cannot healthfully 
support more than half as many 
people as it now contains, not to 
mention any further increase. 


2. It would be beneficial if half 
the present population of the 
island would migrate elsewhere. 
But “realization of any enduring 
benefits would be dependent upon 
a certain and sharp decline in the 
rate of increase of the island’s 
remaining population.” 


3. “Effort to bring about such a 
decline . . . recommends itself as the 
most worthwhile course for the 
island to pursue—both in its own 
economic interests and in those of 
the United States as a whole.” 


Belatedly realizing in 1937 that 
such a decline could only be 
brought about by the control of 
the birth rate, the Puerto Rican 
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legislature passed laws to the effect 
that “scientific information in re- 
gard to contraceptive measures may 
be given to, or practiced upon, mar- 
ried persons or persons who, not 
being married, publicly live in con- 
cubinage . . . in case of persons 
whose financial poverty or poor 
social conditions do not permit 
them to rear and educate their 
children.” 


Necessity for the control of the 
birth rate of Puerto Rico has also 
been recognized by the Insular 
Department of Health. Although 
its work has been partially re- 
stricted by United States laws for 
the District of Columbia and the 
Territories, and its funds and per- 
sonnel have been limited, the case 
load of reporting mothers rose to 
36,000 in 1942. 


It is estimated by the Puerto 
Rico Planning, Urbanizing, and 
Zoning Board that the annual cost 
of expanding this work to 200,000 
cases would be only $1,500,000. 
“This,” says the Board, “would be 
a very small sum to pay annually 
for the stabilization of Puerto 
Rico’s population.” 

In the light of the total situation 
as portrayed in the foregoing pages, 
this understatement deserves the 
earnest consideration of all Ameri- 
can citizens, living in Puerto Rico 
or in the continental United States. 
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Population—Blind Spot In World Politics 


Today there are urgent appeals 
for famine relief for China’s 450,- 
000,000 people, for India’s 400,000,- 
000 people, and for Europe’s 500,- 
000,000 people. Other countries like 
the Philippines, the Dutch East 
Indies, parts of Africa, and much 
of Asia and the Near East are also 
in distress. 

There is no doubt that this need 
is genuine and that this crisis has 
in part been brought about by the 
great destruction of World War II. 
But for many years three-quarters 
of the earth’s inhabitants have been 
in such a desperate state of want 
that between 20,000,000 and 30,- 

000,000 human beings have died 
@ 2c: year of starvation or extreme 
malnutrition. 


The central fact regarding condi- 
tions in these chronically hungry 
areas is that between 1930 and 1940 
the population of the earth in- 
creased about 200,000,000. “While 
this year’s total world farm output 
of food, in terms of calories, will be 
about 3% less than the prewar 
1935-39 average,” said a U. S. De- 
partment of Agriculture report last 
fall, ‘‘when allowance is made for 
net increase in population during 
the war years, per capita world 
production will be about 10% less.” 

Anyone familiar with the world’s 
problems and with the expansionist 
policies of nations must realize that 

this crisis had to come unless there 
Doccurrea a change in policy and in 


population trends. There seems 
to be little inclination either among 
practical politicians or among the 
world’s people to look realistically 
at the inevitable fruits of these 
present trends. This blindness may 
be a major reason why there is no 
peace-union of the nations of the 
earth. 

The welfare of mankind is bal- 
anced on the two great realities of 
birth and death. It cannot be too 
often emphasized that where low 
living standards and _ increasing 
numbers push a hungry people to- 
ward starvation, relief which lowers 
death rates without a concomitant 
lowering of birth rates must in the 
end compound disaster. 


—Guy Irving Burch, Editor. 
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